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The key role of the individual in the venture start-up process is unquestioned. Yet, 
attempts to use individual-level variables to predict who will start a business have had 
limited success. The cognitive literature shows promise in this regard. However, most 
research strategies emerging from it rely on retrospective accounts from successful 
founders. This paper uses data from a national study of nascent entrepreneurs (people in 
the process of starting an independent business) and a comparison group to investigate 
some cognitive aspects of new venture creation. The findings indicate that entrepreneurial 
attitudes precede venture formation and may be useful in predicting whether intentions 
will lead to action.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
The small business sector’s capacity for entrepreneurship and innovation accounts for 
much of the job creation this sector contributes to the economy.  Entrepreneurship can be viewed 
as the process of creating innovation. It involves identifying an opportunity in the marketplace 
and drawing on personal capabilities to assemble the resources needed to capitalize on it. The 
creation of a new business epitomizes this process. 
 
However, opportunities do not simply materialize. People, namely entrepreneurs, create 
them. Therefore, it is not surprising that the personal capabilities associated with entrepreneurs 
have received considerable attention in the literature. Yet, it has been argued (Brockhaus, 1987; 
Brockhaus and Horwitz, 1986; Burch, 1986; Kao, 1991; Sexton and Bowman-Upton, 1991) that 
many of the capabilities associated with entrepreneurs also characterize successful managers, 
public sector employees, and others. Indeed, Vesper (1990) questions whether the entrepreneurial 
characteristics differentiating successful founders from nonfounders are a cause or an effect of 
venture formation. However, the answer to this question remains elusive. This is because research 
strategies have relied either on information obtained from people retrospectively - often several 
years after founding a business (which excludes those who tried and failed) or from those who 
intend to start a business (but may never take any action to do so).  
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To address this issue, the research upon which this paper is based focuses on people who 
are in the process of starting a business (nascent entrepreneurs). By analyzing nascent 
entrepreneurs relative to a comparison group of individuals who are currently not trying to start a 
business, the aim is to shed light on whether entrepreneurial action can be predicted from 
attitudes. Greater insight into this issue will help in understanding the role of individual-level 
factors in new firm formation. Moreover, it has implications for policy that aims to encourage 
venture start-ups. 
 
The paper begins by reviewing what is known about the factors influencing the venture 
creation process. Building on previous work, a conceptual framework that links attitudes to 
behaviour is developed and tested. Next, the methodology section describes the sampling and 
data collection process. Following the presentation of results, the paper concludes with a 
discussion of limitations, future directions and implications of the research.  
 
Modeling the Entrepreneurial Process 
 
What leads people to start a new venture? In attempting to answer this question, there 
have been a number of frameworks developed in the literature (for a review of these frameworks 
see Sexton and Bowman-Upton, 1991). For many years scholars employed ‘trait research’ in 
attempting to identify a set of personality characteristics that would distinguish entrepreneurs 
from others. While research demonstrates consistency in the factors characterizing business 
founders, these factors have not proven to be a strong predictor of who will start a business. 
Indeed, this should not be surprising as personality traits are not known to be a good predictor of 
behaviour (Gartner, 1989). Studies of the demographic background characterizing business 
founders have faired no better, even though they, too, show very consistent results (Evans and 
Leighton, 1989; Reynolds, 1997). For example, founders tend to have a higher education than the 
general population and/or have previous experience of self-employment, have self-employed 
parents, and are between 25 and 40 years old (Reynolds, 1997). 
 
Delmar and Davidsson (2000) offer one reason for the low predictive ability of 
individual-level variables. They suggest that the characteristics of individuals who succeed in 
starting a business may be different from those of individuals who decide to start a firm. Indeed, 
relying on accounts from individuals that have succeeded in establishing a firm is problematic as 
descriptions of past events become increasingly unreliable over time (Van de Ven, 1980). On the 
other hand, can accounts from individuals who intend to start a business provide a means of 
differentiating between those who intend to start a business and those who actually follow 
through on their intentions? 
 
While personality and other individual differences may predispose individuals to 
entrepreneurial behaviour (Bygrave and Hofer, 1991; Sexton and Bowman-Upton, 1991), the 
dissatisfaction with the trait approach (Shaver and Scott, 1991) prompted a growing focus on 
identifying what the entrepreneur does (Bygrave and Hofer, 1991; Gartner, 1988). Indeed, many 
argue that situational factors such as the nature of the task and the environment (Brockhaus and 
Horwitz, 1985; Gartner, 1989 Gibb, 1993; Mitchell, 1979) have more impact on action than 
personality traits. However, to focus on what an entrepreneur does ignores how perceived 
opportunities are constructed. Consequently, it provides very little insight into what encourages or 
discourages entrepreneurial activity. 
 
Arguably, the uncertainty and ambiguity of starting a business make the issues of 
perception, information acquisition and decision-making particularly relevant (Forbes, 1999). 
Indeed, as pointed out by Gartner et al. (1994), ‘thinking’ is a key component of individual   3
behavior. Rather than abandoning the psychological aspects of new venture creation, some 
researchers have shifted their emphasis toward the cognitive study of new venture creation  - 
people’s thinking as they consider and act on the decision to start a business. Until recently, the 
cognitive aspects of new venture creation, such as attitudes and perception, were considered 
theoretically underdeveloped and lacking empirical testing (Forbes, 1999). However, current 
theories and methods from the cognitive literature are said to provide a sound basis for furthering 
understanding (Forbes, 1999; Krueger, 2000).  
 
The theoretical basis for explaining and predicting entrepreneurial intentions is rooted in 
Shapero's 'entrepreneurial event' model as well as in Azjen's (1991) more general theory of 
planned behaviour. Indeed, both of these frameworks provide similar explanations of individuals' 
entrepreneurial intentions as being a function of the perceived feasibility and desirability of 
entrepreneurial behaviour (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994). 
 
How strong a link is there between intentions and action? Kim and Hunter (1993) found 
that personal desirability and social norms explained 76% of the variance in intentions, while 
intentions explained 67% of the variance in behaviour. Ajzen (1991) found that adding a measure 
of perceived feasibility explains an additional 10% of variance typically explained by traits or 
other dispositional measures (Ajzen, 1987). Shifting attention from the cognition literature back 
to the study of entrepreneurial cognition, the main emphasis is on entrepreneurs who are 
managing a business they have already founded (Forbes, 1999). Few studies address the cognitive 
factors that precede or accompany the initial decision to start a venture. Those that do, focus on 
the entrepreneurial intentions of individuals who may start a business or who already have 
successfully done so. In gathering information from respondents several years after they have 
founded the business, it is not clear how individuals' perceptions of the desirability and feasibility 
of pursuing an opportunity (as manifest in the successful establishment of the business) might 
have changed over time. 
 
Starting a business involves taking significant planned (intentional) action. Indeed, 
intentionality is embedded in how an individual processes information into action. According to 
Ajzen’s framework, intentions toward a specific behaviour, such as starting a business, depend on 
certain underlying attitudes. It argues that perceptions of desirability and feasibility explain and 
predict intentions. Figure 1 shows desirability to be comprised of two dimensions - the perception 
that outcomes from the behavior are personally desirable and the perception that they are socially 
desirable. Feasibility is underpinned by the perception that the activity is within the individual’s 
competence (self-efficacy). Generally, it is known that perceptions of competence strongly 
influence an individual’s perception of whether a situation is controllable. If that individual sees 
him/herself as competent (s)he is more likely to see a course of action such as starting a business 
as feasible (Krueger, 2000).  
 
Within this framework, exogenous factors (personal and situational influences) affect 
intent only by affecting desirability or feasibility. For example, role models can help promote 
entrepreneurial activity, but only if they influence perceptions of desirability or feasibility. 
Moreover, these exogenous factors, such as perceptions of resource availability, may also 
influence the intention-behavior relationship by precipitating, or facilitating the realization of 
intentions. In the case of nascent entrepreneurs, this facilitation is known to have occurred.Figure 1 
 
From Intentions to Action: A Conceptual Framework 
The preceding discussion leads to the following hypotheses: 
 
Hypothesis 1: There is a difference between nascent entrepreneurs and nonfounders in their 
perceived desirability of starting a business.  
 
Hypothesis 2: There is a difference between nascent entrepreneurs and nonfounders in their 
perceived feasibility of starting a business. 
 
 
Methods 
 
Sample and Data Collection 
 
The data reported here are derived from a larger study of nascent entrepreneurship. In 
that study, randomly selected Canadian households were screened during the Winter of 2000 to 
identify nascent entrepreneurs among the adult population (those 18 years of age and older). 
During this process, interviews were completed with individuals in 21,116 households. Nascent 
entrepreneurs were identified in 1.8% of households, which is a lower prevalence rate than in the 
United States (3.8%) but comparable to that found in Sweden (2%). This initial screening 
produced a sample of 593 people, of whom 463 qualified for inclusion in the study and 416 
agreed to participate. Subsequently, a further 130 people were deemed ineligible as the venture 
had been abandoned or it was considered an operating business (one generating revenue to cover 
expenses for a three month period). 
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A second sample of Canadian households was randomly selected between November 
2000 and February 2001 as a comparison group. When contacted, individuals were asked if they 
would be willing to participate in a longer telephone interview on career choices. Of the 227 
people reached, 153 agreed to participate in the study. Further details on the sampling process are 
provided elsewhere (Diochon et al., 2001) or can be obtained from the authors.  
 
Two instruments (a phone survey and a mail survey) were administered to both samples 
as a means of measuring a range of variables. On average, the nascent entrepreneur phone 
interview took an hour to complete while the comparison group interview took 25 minutes. In 
concluding the interview, respondents were asked if they would be willing to complete a brief 
self-administered questionnaire. From the nascent sample, usable data were obtained for 154 
phone questionnaires (53.9% response rate) and 84 mail questionnaires (29.4% response rate). 
From the comparison group, usable data were obtained for 93 phone questionnaires (a response 
rate of 60.8%) and 30 mail questionnaires (a response rate of 20%). The attitudinal differences 
between the nascent entrepreneurs and the comparison group were derived from the mail survey 
data.  
 
Measures 
 
Founding status. In this study, a dichotomous variable was used to classify respondents 
as having ‘founding’or ‘nonfounding’ status. 
 
Desirability. Personal desirability was measured by the following four 5-point scales: (1) 
“Starting a business is much more desirable than other career opportunities I have.” 
(1=completely disagree; 5= completely agree); (2) “I would rather have my own business than 
pursue another promising career.” (1=completely untrue; 5= completely true). (3) “There is no 
limit as to how long I would give maximum effort to establish my business.” (completely untrue-
completely true). (4) “My personal philosophy is to ‘do whatever it takes’ to establish my own 
business.” (completely untrue-completely true). An index of personal desirability was created by 
averaging the scores on these four items (Chronbach alpha =.79). In this index, a high score 
indicates that starting a business is personally desirable. 
 
Perceived social norms are a function of perceived normative beliefs of significant others 
(eg family, friends) and were measured by a one-item 6 point scale: “On a scale of 1 to 6, to what 
extent have your family, relatives, or other close friends been encouraging you to start a business 
of your own? where 1 is very weak and 6 very strong.” (Respondents were required to enter a 
number). While multiple-item scales are the research norm, Gardner et al. (1998) demonstrate 
that a well-developed single item measure can be appropriate in avoiding common methods 
variance. This refers to a problem noted with psychological measures involving respondent self-
reports of attitudes, beliefs and perceptions. In this research, multiple measures of this concept 
were not found to be reliable. Therefore, a decision was made to proceed with a single-item 
measure. Indeed, this measure has considerable face validity. 
 
Feasibility.  Three 5-point scales measured perceived self-efficacy: (1) “Overall, my 
skills and abilities will help me start a business.” (1=completely disagree; 5=completely agree); 
(2) “My past experience will be very valuable in starting a business.” (completely disagree-
completely agree); (3) “I am confident I can put in the effort needed to start a business.” 
(completely disagree-completely agree). A feasibility index was created by averaging the scores 
on these three items (Chronbach alpha =.80). A high score indicates that starting a business is 
perceived to be feasible. 
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Results 
 
Profile of Respondents 
 
Table 1 profiles the demographic background of the two groups. When nascent 
entrepreneurs were compared to the control group using chi-square analysis, only one out of 
seven demographic variables was found to be statistically significantly – gender (χ
2 =4.79; p = 
.030). Males (63%) were over-represented among the nascent entrepreneurs, confirming the 
findings of small business research.  
 
 
Table 1 
 
 Demographic Profile of Nascent Entrepreneurs and the Comparison Group 
 
 Nascent  Entrepreneurs 
(%) 
(n = 84) 
Comparison Group 
(%) 
(n =30) 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
 
63.0 
37.0 
 
40.0 
60.0 
Language 
Anglophone 
   Francophone 
   Other 
 
70.4 
22.2 
7.4
 
51.7 
44.8 
3.5
Born in Canada  71.4  96.4 
Ethnic origin 
White/Caucasian 
Other 
 
88.8 
11.2 
 
89.7 
10.3 
Age 
18-25 
26-35 
36-45 
46-55 
55+ 
 
4.9 
30.9 
24.7 
25.9 
13.6 
 
3.3 
16.7 
23.3 
30.0 
26.4 
Marital status 
Single 
Married/cohabit 
Other 
 
15.9 
69.5 
14.6 
 
6.7 
86.7 
6.7
Education (highest level attained) 
High school or less 
Some post-secondary- college/ 
technical/university; college/ technical 
diploma 
University degree (undergrad or 
beyond) 
 
20.2 
 
 
34.5 
 
45.3 
 
26.7 
 
 
36.7 
 
36.7 
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For language, country of birth, and education, no statistically significant relationship was 
found. In contrast to these findings, Delmar and Davidsson (2000) found a statistically significant 
difference in birthplace with more nascent entrepreneurs being born outside of Sweden (they did 
not examine language). With regard to education, generally, research indicates that entrepreneurs 
possess higher levels of education than the general population. Therefore, our result is somewhat 
surprising. Perhaps recoding is responsible. For example, Delmar and Davidsson report that 
41.2% of Swedish nascent entrepreneurs have a university degree or some university education. 
When we recoded education to reduce the number of categories, anyone with some university 
education was reported in the ‘some post-secondary’ category. This issue needs further 
investigation. 
 
Chi-square analysis could not be completed for ethnic origin, marital status, and age as 
more than 20 percent of the cells had expected counts of less than 5. However, the findings lean 
in the same direction as those of others (Delmar and Davidsson, 2000; Reynolds, 1997) with 
almost twice as many nascent entrepreneurs in the 25-34 age category; and with single, separated 
or divorced individuals over-represented among nascent entrepreneurs. 
 
Table 2 provides the results of three independent sample t tests that were used to test the 
hypotheses. As predicted, there was a difference in the perceived desirability and feasibility of 
starting a business among nascent entrepreneurs and those who are not involved in starting a 
venture. The first test, comparing founding status on personal desirability was significant t (32) 
=3.83, ρ = .001. In regard to perceived social norms, a statistically significant difference also was 
found t (107) ρ = .007. These results indicate that the nascent entrepreneurs perceived starting a 
business to be personally more desirable as well as socially more desirable than the comparison 
group. These findings provide support for the first hypothesis.  
 
Next, in regard to the feasibility of starting a business, nascent entrepreneurs perceived 
starting a business to be more feasible than the comparison group t (28) = 3.70, ρ = .001, 
supporting the second hypothesis. 
 
 
Table 2 
 
Nascent Entrepreneurs and Nonfounders: Differences in Personal Desirability, Perceived 
Social Norm and Perceived Self-efficacy 
 
 
    t-statistic  ρ Means Standard 
Deviations 
Personal Desirability  3.83***    .001  3.79 
2.93 
.75 
1.04 
Perceived Social Norms  2.74***    .007  3.82 
2.78 
1.69 
1.80
Perceived Self Efficacy  3.70***    .001  4.15 
3.40 
.49 
.97
*  Because Levene’s F was statistically significant (p <.05), the “equal variances not 
assumed” t was used for personal desirability and perception of self-efficacy. 
**significant at p< 0.05; *** significant at p. < .01 
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Discriminant function analysis was conducted to assess the extent to which membership in 
the entrepreneurial action category to start a business can be correctly classified using the three 
independent variables. The results provided in Table 3 show that the classification of people into 
the founding category versus the nonfounding category is improved by 39%, using the 
information on the three independent variables. In addition, the total amount of the variation 
explained by the combination of variables, based on the canonical correlation is 27.4%.  
 
 
Table 3 
 
Discriminant Analysis-  Number of Individuals Correctly Classified into Entrepreneurial 
Action Categories 
 
    Predicted Group Membership 
   Cases,  n  1  2 
Founding (1)  79  64  15* 
Nonfounding (2)  25  8*  17 
Total 104  72  32 
Percent of ‘grouped’ cases correctly classified:81 out of 104 cases = 77.9% 
* Cases misclassified 
 
 
Discussion 
 
By comparing the attitudes of individuals in the process of starting a business to the 
attitudes of nonfounders, this research provides some insights into the causal link between 
intentions and reality. Since individuals are considered nascent entrepreneurs if they are actively 
trying to start a venture (but have not established it yet), it is reasonable to assume that the 
founding process has not materially affected their attitudes. It is well known that attitudes take 
time to change. As the 'action' is following intentions over a relatively short time period, the 
difference in attitudes between the two groups is not likely to be a result of the founding process. 
This sheds some light on the answer to Vesper's question presented earlier. 
 
As with all research, this study has limitations. First, the survey includes a relatively 
small comparison group. It remains to be seen if the results are robust when more broadly applied 
in the general population. Second, it is clear some variables not included in the present research 
may influence results. For example, the factors precipitating the move from intentions to action 
were not addressed. 
 
As this is part of a larger longitudinal study, in future, there is the potential to determine 
how the attitudes of nascent entrepreneurs change over time. Indeed, there is not a great deal 
known about how entrepreneurial attitudes change throughout the founding process. Moreover, 
exploring gender differences in attitudes is worthy of further investigation, particularly since a 
male dominated experience base informs most frameworks.   
 
The findings reported here have implications for policymakers. They indicate that 
entrepreneurial behaviour is influenced by factors that are possible to change. In light of the 
differences in how the desirability and feasibility of new venture creation is perceived, it is 
important for policymakers to address these perceptions.  
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